Seventh Quality in Higher Education International Seminar, Transforming Quality, Melbourne, Australia 30th-31st, October, 2002.

Developing a Framework for Planning and Continuous Improvement - A case study of the School of Nursing and Midwifery, Curtin University of Technology

Marco Schultheis and Juris Varpins

Office of University Planning, Curtin University of Technology

Curtin University of Technology is utilising a planning framework that promotes processes to facilitate strategic thinking and integrate planning, review, and quality improvement activities across the university.

The framework has been based on an adaptation of the balanced scorecard, developed by Kaplan and Norton (1992).  This is a management system to assist organisations to translate strategy into action.  A mixture of short and long-term objectives, financial and non-financial measures and leading and lagging indicators are used to identify past performance and drive future performance toward an organisation’s strategy.  

At Curtin, Kaplan and Norton’s four perspectives have been adapted to our context, and used to communicate and operationalise our key strategy of productive partnerships and as a basis for planning. The perspectives are:

· culture;

· students and clients;

· core activities (that is, teaching and learning and research and development); and 

· financial security.
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Figure 1
Within each perspective, initiatives are developed that focus on significant new endeavours (such as new programmes) (growth) and changes required to current services, processes and systems (productivity). 

Other features of the framework include:

· recognising, rewarding and funding initiatives that support achievement of our strategic plan;

· communicating the university’s vision, mission, goals and strategic plan;

· ccknowledging the need for flexibility in planning approaches to take account of diverse operations across the university;

· promoting forward thinking to shape future directions through processes such as scenario planning;

· using a collaborative approach that involves staff, students and other key stakeholders in planning;

· promoting planning as an iterative process, incorporating review and continuous improvement.

The planning framework is implemented at the operational unit level using a process that results in plans that are structured using Curtin’s four perspectives noted above in Figure 1. 


Through its planning framework, emphasis is placed on a dynamic, iterative process in which a commitment to continuous quality improvement is embedded.  Once a plan is developed, operational units monitor progress toward implementation of their objectives and targets, and develop initiatives for further improvement.  Plans are regularly updated and reviewed to retain currency in a rapidly changing environment.  This cycle is represented in Figure 2.
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Operationalisation of Curtin’s Planning Framework is best illustrated by a case study of the School of Nursing and Midwifery’s planning processes.

Transformation at the School of Nursing and Midwifery

Context

In 2000, the School of Nursing and Midwifery embarked upon a process of managed change. Through a highly consultative process, there emerged a renewed commitment to strive to transform the school into an entity able to successfully realise its aspirations. 

Between October 2000 and September 2001 the school engaged an organisational development consultant to assist the school address a number of issues of concern. Initially the focus was on ‘reviewing the functioning of the school and to assist with the development of an improved and cohesive organisation’ (Change Management Project Discussion Paper, Ivylane Consulting, 2001). A project was designed with an initial emphasis on improving the organisation’s internal culture. This collaborative project provided all staff with opportunities to engage in an examination of the causes of the school’s difficulties. As a result, the school redeveloped its vision for its future and designed a new management structure for the school. This structure emphasised closer links with stakeholders and industry. It also included structural devices to ensure strategic management issues were not overtaken by operational management concerns. In September 2001 the new structure was implemented. There was a clear recognition that significant work remained to be done if the school was to achieve its newly formulated vision. 

Planning and quality management as drivers of change

Since October 2001, the school has used, as a major driver of its change programme, the university’s strategic planning approach.

The school’s staff and leadership considered the university’s approach to strategic planning and quality management as good practice and also recognised the value and desirability of the practical support provided by the university’s central planning office. A strong partnership approach between the school and university planning office emerged. 

School planning and quality management process

The paper provides an overview of the university’s planning framework ‘in action’. It will describe how an overall approach to planning was designed. It describes how environmental scanning was planned and conducted. Numerous focus groups, interviews and document reviews were used to inform the formulation of the school’s plan. Internal scanning commenced in 2000. More recently the AUQA self-assessment process was used as a powerful tool to gain a more comprehensive assessment of the school’s internal strengths and weaknesses and to further inform the strategic planning process. 

It is recognised that the process of engaging in these activities has the potential to greatly progress the achievement of the cultural and organisational development objectives of the school. It has been intended that through the application of a highly collaborative approach, open discussion and debate, that the school would develop a shared view of its future and a deeper commitment to the emerging decisions.

The paper also outlines the committee, working group and consultative mechanisms that were successfully designed and applied for the management of these initiatives. 

Outcomes

Plans and processes that ‘fit’ strategically

The school has valued the flexibility that has been intentionally designed into the university’s planning and quality approach. The paper will describe how this has been used as a motivator and “selling point” to staff. Sensibly, the approach encourages that it is itself adapted.  This is respectful of the diversity existing across a university and enables the initiative to be more readily marketed to staff and stakeholders and used as leverage in the support of organisational development objectives. 

Communicating the university’s Vision, Mission, Goals and Strategies

The paper also describes how the school has aligned its plans with university directions. The university’s (and school’s) approach enhances the likelihood that staff and stakeholders own the outcomes (plans, documented quality processes) as they have been truly ‘built here’. This means that higher level plans and directions are effectively interpreted and better translated into meaningful school level plans and objectives. Most importantly, it will be shown that this approach has been effective in the deployment and integration of the university’s vision and strategies into the school level experience. 

Developing the school’s culture 

By consulting extensively and genuinely (externally and internally), relationships are developed and enhanced. The work done by the school has enhanced the understanding of issues and has developed a shared commitment to an emerging common future.
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� As discussed by R.Marquis & R.Adams in their paper titled Creating cultures to support productive partnerships, SEAAIR Conference October, 2001
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